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Abstract
This study explores the impact of racial-ethnic socialization on adopted South
Korean children and adolescents who attended a sleepaway Korean culture camp
for one week. This camp provided racial-ethnic socialization experiences via
exposure to camp counselors, staff, and teachers who were Korean Americans,
Korean nationals, and Korean adult adoptees, and exposure to cultural activities and discussions. Using a pretest-posttest design to control for the lack of a
comparison group (McCall & Green, 2004), 75 Korean adoptee children and
adolescents (mean age = 12.96) completed both the Children’s Depression Inventory (CDI) and the Revised Children’s Manifest Anxiety Scale (RCMAS)
surveys at pretest and posttest, and completed the Multigroup Ethnic Identity
Measure (MEIM) at posttest. Results indicated that adoptees reported lower
levels of depression at the end of camp than at the beginning of camp, but little variance could be attributed to ethnic identity at posttest. The results of this
study suggest that scholars investigate the possibility that adoptee culture camps
may provide an adoption socialization experience that may be more salient for
adoptees than the racial-ethnic socialization that was intended. Implications for
research and practice are discussed. © 2015 Wiley Periodicals, Inc.
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Introduction

O

ver the past 60+ years, international adoption has been a common
practice in the United States, with approximately 500,000 placements (Selman, 2012). Estimates suggest that approximately 85%
of all international adoptions and 40% of all adoptions within the United
States are transracial in nature (Vandivere, Malm, & Radel, 2009, and Donaldson Adoption Institute, 2011, respectively). Although rates of international adoptions have decreased after reaching a historic high in 2004,
the long-standing prevalence of international adoption has led to a sizable
adoptee community. Since the 1950s, the leading country of origin of adoptions to the United States has been South Korea. Currently, close to 200,000
Korean children have been adopted overseas, with most of them placed in
the United States (Jones, 2015; Selman, 2012).
Given the prevalence of Korean adoption, adoption agency professionals and adoptive parents began developing summer camps designed to
address the needs of Korean adoptee (KAD) children. Despite differences in
camp structures, the camps shared the common goal of imparting cultural
information and experiences for the KADs who attended. Since that time,
international adoptees from various sending countries have attended
culture camps to gain experiences, skills, and information to help them
connect to their racial-ethnic backgrounds. As a form of racial-ethnic socialization (Hughes et al., 2006), culture camps can be instrumental in providing communications about race and ethnicity that help “prepare children
to interpret and cope with prejudice, discrimination, and negative group
images emanating from the outside world” (Hughes & Chen, 1997, p. 200).
This study explored the impact of a weeklong sleepaway Korean culture
camp on children and adolescent KADs using a pretest-posttest design.
Racial-Ethnic Socialization. Socialization is defined as “the transmission of attitudes, customs, motives, roles, skills, and values from a range
of socialization agents (e.g., parents, teachers, community members) to
youths” (Brown & Ling, 2012, p. 78). For adoptees, racial-ethnic socialization activities may be aimed at (1) helping both adoptees and their parents understand and navigate adoptees’ cultures of origin, and (2) helping
adoptees as they gain a stronger sense of self, increase self-esteem, build social supports and relationships, create deeper family bonds, and prepare for
encountering racism (Scroggs & Heitfield, 2001; Song & Lee, 2009). These
activities include eating ethnic foods, interacting with ethnic group members, reading books, listening to birth cultural music, participating in family
support groups, giving school presentations, and traveling to the birth countries (Scroggs & Heitfield, 2001; Song & Lee, 2009). Scholars view racialethnic socialization not as a choice but as a developmental task, and parents
are expected to provide their children with developmentally appropriate experiences. However, the socialization experiences that parents provide may
differ in quality, amount, content, and frequency (Song & Lee, 2009).

NEW DIRECTIONS FOR CHILD AND ADOLESCENT DEVELOPMENT • DOI: 10.1002/cad

CULTURE CAMP

21

Recently, scholars have examined ways in which racial-ethnic socialization develops within transracial and international adoptive families
(Bebiroglu & Pinderhughes, 2012; Crolley-Simic & Vonk, 2008; Lee,
Grotevant, Hellerstedt, & Gunnar, 2006; Scroggs & Heitfield, 2001).
Reculturation. As transracial and international adoptees (TRIAs)
form their identities, many may seek to reclaim their birth cultures. This
process of birth culture reclamation was termed reculturation (Baden,
Treweeke, & Ahluwalia, 2012). When TRIAs (almost exclusively adopted
by White parents) seek to reclaim their birth culture, they are essentially
seeking to acculturate to their birth culture. However, traditional acculturation refers to immigrants’ contact with dominant host cultures in their new
countries, whereas reclaiming birth culture typically involves acculturation
to minority cultures within their host adoptive countries. Part of the
reculturation process includes activities or behaviors that provide exposure
and immersion in birth cultural practices (e.g., culture camps, heritage
tours to birth countries, and culture and language classes). Reculturation
is theorized to occur as a series of phases for TRIAs, and three approaches
to reculturation typically occur: education, experience, and immersion.
Baden and colleagues (2012) describe five outcomes that result from
the reculturation process: adoptee culture, reclaimed culture, bicultural,
assimilated culture (explored), and combined culture. These outcomes
refer to the identified and lived culture that TRIAs may experience.
Reculturation and the formation of ethnic identity are likely influenced
by social identity theory (Tajfel & Turner, 1979). This theory proposes
that individuals’ identities are formed by their group memberships that
can affect their sense of self, self-esteem, and psychological adjustment.
Group memberships become sources of pride and typically lead to in-group
and out-group phenomena. Three mental processes are used to evaluate
others and to group them: social categorization, social identification,
and social comparison. TRIAs’ experiences of racial-ethnic difference
and adoption status likely lead them to engage in social identification,
but their processes of grouping may create challenges when seeking to
self-categorize. Given their well-documented experiences of feeling part
of the dominant racial-ethnic group (White American) but holding actual
racial-ethnic group membership in the Korean ethnic group (Baden et al.,
2012; McGinnis, Smith, Ryan, & Howard, 2009), KADs may experience
challenges, both social and emotional, when attempting to integrate these
memberships into their identities.
The degree to which social identification, reculturative activity, and
racial-ethnic socialization occur likely impacts TRIAs’ identification with
their birth culture and birth ethnic group and has been linked to self-esteem
both theoretically and empirically (Hughes et al., 2006; Yoon, 2001). Yoon
(2001) reported that adoptees’ collective self-esteem (ethnic group pride)
was positively related to parental support for racial-ethnic socialization, living in racially diverse communities, and more positive communication with
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adoptive parents, but it was inversely related to psychological distress (i.e.,
anxiety and depression). These findings support the existence of a link
among racial-ethnic socialization, adjustment, and self-esteem. Similarly,
Brown and Ling (2012) found positive relationships between racial-ethnic
socialization and both self-esteem and social competence among adopted
adolescents and adults.
Psychological Adjustment. Although a review of the literature on
adoptees’ mental health is beyond the scope of this article, the complex
picture painted by decades of research on adoptee adjustment reveals a pattern where adoptees have higher referral rates for mental health services
and more total behavioral problems than do nonadopted controls (Juffer &
van IJzendoorn, 2005, 2007). Given that both externalizing problems (e.g.,
attention-deficit/hyperactivity disorder [ADHD], substance abuse, learning issues, etc.) and internalizing problems (e.g., depression, anxiety, low
self-esteem) for international adoptees have been documented repeatedly
in the literature (Palacios & Brodzinsky, 2010), particularly during childhood and adolescence, a greater understanding of the connection between
racial-ethnic socialization, ethnic identity, and psychological adjustment is
needed.
Culture Camps as Interventions. TRIAs face identity challenges
resulting in “the loss of connection to their original families and cultures,
disconnection between their physical appearance and their sense of self
derived from the adoptive family, limited access to others of their racialethnic heritage, and persistent prejudice and discrimination that White
parents are often not prepared to address” (McGinnis et al., 2009, p. 9).
Created primarily by adoptive parents and adoption professionals, culture
camps are designed to help adopted children understand themselves and
their backgrounds and gain a sense of self (McGinnis et al., 2009). While
camps vary, they typically last from a day to a week, and usually include
“exposure to elements of home culture such as language, cuisine, dance
and art” (McGinnis et al., 2009, p. 9). These activities help children interact
with their cultures of origin and with other adoptees.
Despite the growth and prevalence of culture camps within adoption
communities since the 1980s (McGinnis et al., 2009), cultural camps for
adoptees have yet to be studied directly. Furthermore, their effectiveness as
interventions designed to provide racial-ethnic socialization supports has
yet to be understood. Although 48% of the 179 adult KADs in a recent survey (McGinnis et al., 2009) had attended culture camps while growing up
and 61% of them rated the camps as “helpful,” little is known about what
developmental, social, and emotional functions operate in culture camps.
To understand the impact of an intervention, control groups are recommended (McCall & Green, 2004). However, a comparable and suitable control group is not a naturally occurring phenomenon, and randomized control trials were not possible due to ethical constraints and the nature of this
topic. To account for the lack of a control group, a pretest-posttest design
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was utilized as supported in McCall and Green’s (2004) call to the profession to “broaden our methodological value system to recognize the benefits
and limitations of all methods” (p. 12).
Specialty summer camps as short-term intervention tools for children
and adolescents have been studied among various populations (e.g., atrisk youth, children with chronic illnesses, etc.). Ehrenreich-May and Bilek
(2011) used standardized measures of anxiety and depression in a pretestposttest design to study 75 campers from a recreation-based 2-week summer camp who participated in a program designed to prevent emotional
disorders. Using similar measures to those utilized in the current study, the
authors reported a significant decrease in anxiety but no significant change
in depression at posttest.
In the current study, the impact on adoptees’ ethnic identity, anxiety,
and depression levels of a culture camp designed for KADs was explored.
Hypotheses for the study were: (1) KADs’ levels of anxiety and depression
are expected to decrease as a result of the culture camp, and (2) KADs’
ethnic identities are expected to be related to their posttest anxiety and
depression.

Methodology
Participants. The participants for this study included 75 KADs
(36 males and 39 females) who attended a 1-week summer Korean culture
camp. Participants ranged in age from 7 to 17 years (M = 12.93), were
adopted between birth and 33 months of age, and were born in South Korea
and adopted to the United States by White American parents. Participants
had varied ways in which they self-identified their ethnic group, including
Asian American (n = 1), Asian (n = 7), Asian/Korean (n = 4), Korean
(n = 28), Korean-American (n = 3), Korean American (n = 1), Korean
and Irish (n = 1), and no identity (missing data; n = 30). One camper
was eliminated from the data set due to personal issues he revealed to the
researcher. Parents gave permission for children who attended the culture
camp for the children’s participation. The majority of the campers had
attended camp previously (n = 47), and the remaining campers did not
report their previous attendance status (n = 28).
The Culture Camp. The Korean culture summer camp was located in
a Mid-Atlantic state. Two White American adoptive parents and a Korean
American woman who designed the camp’s cultural activities in consultation with ethnically Korean community leaders founded and ran the camp.
The camp had been run each summer for 9 years prior to the year the study
was conducted. At this weeklong sleepaway camp, Korean cultural activities included language lessons, dance, drumming, tae kwon do, art, creative
writing, cooking, culture, and self-esteem. Other camp activities were zip
line, swimming, boating, and the adventure course. Korean Americans, visiting Koreans, and an Asian American psychologist led all cultural activities.
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Measures.
Revised Children’s Manifest Anxiety Scale (RCMAS). The RCMAS
(Reynolds & Richmond, 1985) measures anxiety levels in children and
adolescents and contains 37 items assessing descriptive states of anxiety.
Respondents determine whether items such as “Often I feel sick in my
stomach” and “I worry a lot of the time” describe them by answering “yes”
(1 point) or “no” (0 points) accordingly. The RCMAS is used for routine
screening for anxiety in children 6 to 19 years of age. The Total Anxiety
score was used for this study. Higher scores indicate higher levels of anxiety. Internal consistency was 0.86 for pretest and 0.91 for posttest Total
Anxiety in this study.
Children’s Depression Inventory (CDI). The CDI (Kovacs, 1992) is a
27-item self-rating inventory that assesses depressive symptoms in schoolaged children and adolescents. Each item has three possible answers for
participants to choose from (0 = absence of symptoms, 1 = mild symptoms, and 2 = definite symptoms in terms of the previous 2 weeks), with a
total score ranging from 0 to 54 and higher scores indicating higher depression. For this study, internal consistency was calculated as 0.86 for prettest
and 0.89 for posttest on the CDI.
Multigroup Ethnic Identity Measure (MEIM). The MEIM (Phinney,
1992; Roberts et al., 1999). The MEIM consists of a 12-item self-report measure of ethnic identity and cultural socialization. Items such as “I have a
clear sense of my ethnic background and what it means to me” and “I feel
good about my cultural or ethnic background” are rated on a 4-point Likert
scale (1 = strongly disagree to 4 = strongly agree). Higher scores indicate
a more positive ethnic identity. For this study, the internal consistency was
calculated as 0.78.
Procedure. Prior to camp, parents were mailed a letter introducing
the study, a consent form, and camp registration materials. More than 85%
of campers’ parents gave consent for participation in this pretest-posttest
study at the camp. No incentives were offered to families for participation.
At check-in on the first day of camp, additional campers and parents gave
consent to participate in the study. Seventy-six of the 80 transracial adoptees
agreed to participate. On the first day of camp, participants completed a
demographics questionnaire, the RCMAS, and the CDI, in that order. They
then participated in the weeklong culture camp. On the last day of the camp,
participants completed a second packet of measures. This packet included
the RCMAS, the CDI, and the MEIM. The measures were administered to
the participants using paper and pencil.

Results
Preliminary Analyses. No differences were detected due to selfidentity on any measures. To determine whether any differences existed among KADs due to gender, previous camp attendance, or reported
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ethnicity, independent samples t-tests were conducted and revealed no significant differences on any of the measures.
Table 3.1 summarizes the means, standard deviations, range of scores,
and correlations of note for this study. As shown in Table 3.1, significant correlations were not found between background variables like age of adoptees,
or KADs’ ages at adoption in months and the outcome variables of interest.
As expected, the anxiety and depression variables were correlated, given
their shared focus on psychological adjustment. Correlations between the
MEIM and both T1 CDI and T2 CDI are discussed later.
Impact of the Culture Camp Intervention. To examine the impact
of the culture camp intervention on KADs’ adjustment, repeated measures
t-tests were conducted on the pretest and posttest scores. T-tests revealed a
significant difference with a small effect size, t(74) = 2.415, p = .018, d =
0.15, 95% CI (0.17, 1.78), between the T1 CDI score levels and the T2 CDI
score levels. Adoptees reported lower levels of depression after camp than
before. Similarly, T1 RCMAS and T2 RCMAS were significantly different
with a small effect size, t(74) = 2.52, p = 0.014, d = 0.19, 95% CI (0.241,
2.08). These results indicate that the camp intervention had the expected
impact on KADs’ depression and anxiety.
Relationship Between Ethnic Identity and Depression. The role
of ethnic identity (MEIM) on KADs’ adjustment was explored through
several analyses. Significant inverse correlations between the MEIM (as
measured posttest) and T2 CDI (r = –0.241, p < 0.05) suggested that
ethnic identity was modestly related to campers’ posttest depression and
the MEIM explained 5.8% of the variance (r2 = 0.058) in T2 CDI. Further
analysis of this correlation between the MEIM and T2 CDI was done while
controlling for the influence of T1 CDI using a partial correlation (rxyz =
0.014, p = 0.91) but was insignificant.
Post Hoc Analyses. To further explore the impact of camp on ethnic identity and depression, post hoc analyses were conducted to examine
whether the MEIM moderated the relationship between T1 and T2 depression. The moderation effect was insignificant (t = –0.04, p = 0.98). Thus,
ethnic identity did not appear to be related to the improvements in depression and anxiety among the campers. Furthermore, to assess whether scores
were due to the intervention or due to regression to the mean, additional
analyses were conducted. No more than 15% or 24% of the depression and
anxiety results respectively could be attributed to regression to the mean,
thus lending more confidence to the findings of this study.

Discussion
The KADs in this study were doing quite well in terms of their overall adjustment. Their scores on standardized measures of depression and anxiety were lower than norms reported for nonclinical samples of children
NEW DIRECTIONS FOR CHILD AND ADOLESCENT DEVELOPMENT • DOI: 10.1002/cad
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(Reynolds & Richmond, 1985; Smucker, Craighead, Craighead, & Green,
1986) at both pretest and posttest.
The results of this study suggest that, as a form of racial-ethnic socialization, culture camps may be effective for reducing depression and anxiety levels in KADs. However, questions remain regarding the exact nature
and source of these positive effects. As the findings indicate, ethnic identity
and depression at posttest had a significant inverse relationship, but ethnic
identity and anxiety were not significantly related. Thus, depression levels
decreased as ethnic identity increased. Depression levels were lower among
children with higher ethnic identity levels.
As these analyses also reflect, although the MEIM significantly related
to depression at Time 2, explaining approximately 6% of the variance in depression, T1 depression diminished that contribution to less than 1% and
accounted for 67% of the variance in T2 depression. The remaining variance
in depression not accounted for by the adoptees’ preexisting depression
needs to be identified to fully understand the impact of the culture camp.
Other factors contributing to the adoptees’ decreased depression should be
explored. These findings also indicate the need for a greater understanding of the complex relationship between ethnic identity and depression for
TRIAs and of how effectively the MEIM measures actual ethnic identity
in adoptees given KADs’ unique identity experiences (Baden et al., 2012;
McGinnis et al., 2009). Furthermore, questions remain regarding the effectiveness of the culture camp in conveying cultural information to campers,
the possibility that camp provided other psychosocial information and experiences that accounted for campers’ decreased depression, and the ability
to differentiate the effects that any summer camp might provide from specific effects of this culture camp. Consistent with this study, Ehrenreich-May
and Bilek’s (2011) findings suggest that summer camps may serve a function
leading to decreased anxiety but not decreased depression (see EhrenreichMay & Bilek, 2011, for the range of change from pretest to posttest). However, the current study also found a decrease in depression that might be
linked to the racial-ethnic socialization and ethnic identity functions served
by the camp. Clearly more research must be done to validate this finding.
The lack of predictive power of the MEIM for explaining change in depression and anxiety from pretest to posttest has interesting implications.
Something occurred during camp that led to decreased depression, but perhaps the measures used in this study were not sufficiently sensitive to detect
or explain this change. Because change in depression and anxiety occurred
and because the camp was designed to impart culture and ethnic experiences via racial-ethnic socialization, it was logical to expect that higher levels of ethnic identity might be related to lower levels of depression and
anxiety (i.e., moderation), but limitations in the design and needs of the
community sample precluded this analysis. However, the findings present
a different picture. One possible explanation for these findings is that decreases in anxiety and depression were not directly related to ethnic identity
NEW DIRECTIONS FOR CHILD AND ADOLESCENT DEVELOPMENT • DOI: 10.1002/cad
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development but instead can be attributed to another function the camp
served. Based on the construct and process of reculturation (Baden et al.,
2012), it is logical to consider that perhaps the camp instead promoted
adoptee culture, one of the possible outcomes of the process of reculturation, which would not be detected by a measure of ethnic identity.
Adoptee culture has yet to be explicitly defined in the literature.
Baden et al. (2012) refer to adoptee culture as being based on promoting one’s adoptive identity. It is associated with spending time with other
adoptees and belonging to adoptee organizations. Culture camps designed
for adoptees typically involve culture-based activities (Korean drumming,
tae kwon do, etc.), as well as typical camp activities (boating, zip line, etc.).
However, despite activities being taught or led by Koreans, all activities and
interactions were presented in English and campers spent the majority of
their time socializing with other adoptees. Although adoptees in this camp
were ethnically Korean, all had White American adoptive parents and had
lived cultures that were likely reflective of their adoptive parents’ White
American culture. Thus, the socialization at adoptee culture camps may be
socialization around adoption rather than around ethnic identity.
Adoption socialization is an undefined construct but, drawing upon
the racial-ethnic socialization literature and Grotevant’s work (1997), may
best be understood as a process by which adoptees gain a sense of themselves as adopted persons and develop a degree of comfort with their adoptive histories. Many adoptees may seek relationships with other adoptees or
with members of the adoption kinship network (adoptees, adoptive parents,
birth parents, extended family through adoption, etc.); read adoption-based
literature; become adoption advocates or activists; work in an adoptionrelated capacity (e.g., adoption agency, adoption filmmaker); and seek contact with birth kin. Adoption socialization, like racial ethnic socialization,
can be sought or developed through adoptees’ own initiation or that of their
adoptive parents, but it might also be limited and virtually unavailable to
those reared with substantive stigma about their adoptions that can lead to
minimizing or hiding adoption status. Given the dual experience of being
both people of color and adopted, TRIAs must make sense of both experiences and identities. Thus, for TRIAs, socialization may also be a hybrid experience that incorporates elements of racial-ethnic socialization along with
adoption socialization. The possibility of adoption socialization should be
further explored through qualitative interviews at culture camps to further
clarify the impact of culture camps or other activities designed to provide
racial-ethnic socialization for adoptees.
Limitations. There are important limitations to this study. Although
both the RCMAS and CDI include diverse normative samples, neither included KADs, making it more difficult to interpret scores for Korean transracial adoptees in a culturally meaningful manner. Some methodological
and design issues present limitations to this study. With respect to design, this study did not include a control group, given the difficulty in
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CULTURE CAMP

29

identifying a suitable, accessible, and ethically appropriate control group
design for this study. However, because no norm group was used, explanations for the impact of the Korean culture camp are more difficult to assess.
Any preexisting mental health issues among campers and campers’ own
motivations to attend camp (e.g., parents elected to send them) may have
affected the findings.
Another methodological limitation was the lack of a pretest administration of the MEIM, which may have clarified the impact of the culture
camp on ethnic identity. The lack of a longer-term follow-up posttest
measure of the impact of the culture camp was also limiting. Although the
majority of the campers had attended camp for several years prior to this
study (n = 48), many campers did not report this data, and the number of
years of prior attendance may be a relevant factor.

Implications of This Study: Research and Practice
The impact of culture camps on TRIAs’ adjustment and identity has not
yet been reported in the literature. As an initial study in this area, the findings from this study have important implications. Additional investigation
of adoptee culture camps is warranted to explore the nature of psychosocial changes and cultural transmission that occur in these camps. Future
research should address both theoretical and empirical qualitative examinations of adoption socialization as a viable construct for exploring the
experiences of TRIAs using culture camps as a starting point.
If adoptee culture camps have more influence on adoptee identity than
on ethnic identity, then perhaps the design of these camps must be further
refined. This research can also inform professionals’ and clinicians’ practice with ITRAs so they can better understand, assess, educate, and treat
adoptees and their families. These findings along with future research can
more fully determine which facets of the culture camp experiences have
facilitative functions toward identity and toward adjustment and will help
clinicians and adoption professionals to design postadoption experiences
that support adoptive identity and adjustment.

Author Note
I would like to thank the following colleagues and students for their assistance with this research project: Dr. Muninder K. Ahluwalia, Lisa Treweeke,
Lauren Goldwert, and Lisa Michalowicz.
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